Of the half dozen portraits of Sir William Osler painted during his life-timet, the one by the American artist, Seymour Thomas, is considered to have been the best and it was also the one which Osler himself preferred. The Royal Society of Medicine has recently acquired a copy of this portrait and this paper relates the story of how it came to be painted and its subsequent history. First, a brief account will be given of Osler and Seymour Thomas and then also of Hugh Young, who introduced the artist and the sitter to each other.
Sir William Osler, Bart
William Osler (1849-1919), the great Canadian physician, held professorships at McGill, Philadelphia and Johns Hopkins Universities; then in 1905, he was called to be Regius Professor of Medicine at the University of Oxford where he was to remain for the remainder of his life. His famous text-book The Principles and Practice of Medicine (1892), a world best-seller, his numerous original contributions to medicine, his concern for medical education, his emphasis on humanity in medicine, his reputation as a classical scholar, medical historian, bibliophile and bibliographer -all these, and more, established him as the most famous and influential physician of his time.
Osler believed in the sabbatical as a means for intellectual refreshment. After a couple of years as Regius Professor at Oxford, he decided to spend the Osler's dress for the portrait was carefully considered and academic robes were ruled out. The artist was now ready to start painting which he did in the period leading up to Christmas and the New Year. Osler usually sat in the late mornings after having visited the Necker Hospital situated nearby. Occasionally, his son Revere accompanied him to the studio. In all there were eight or nine sittings, the artist continuing work while the paint was still wet. By the end of two weeks, the portrait was finished, the actual painting work having taken only 11 hours. Seymour Thomas later insisted that, once he had completed the portrait, 'not a spot was retouched, not a detail was corrected and not a highlight was added. '3 It was a classic example of premier coup.
The portrait
The portrait (Figure 1 ), done in oils on canvas, 47 in xSf in (117 cm x S? em) shows Osler, aged 59, almost full length, wearing a formal black cut-away coat, striped trousers and a maroon tie. His face looks straight out of the picture, holding the viewer's attention with his piercing gaze. He is seated on a chair, his right elbow resting on a table on which stands an inkwell, papers and books. His spectacles dangle from the right hand and the left hand holds a book. On the wall behind there hangs a framed picture of which no clear detail is discernible.
When Seymour Thomas showed the preliminary black and white sketches, Osler said: 'This is the best pictorial diagnosis of me that I have seen. I am at your service." In his New Year's Eve (1908) letter to his friend Mrs Brewster, he wrote concerning the portrait, not yet completed: '... A friend of mine has insisted on having a portrait of me -so Seymour Thomas, an American artist is doing it -very good so far. Not quite so mediaeval as Sargent's .. . '2 Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine Volume 83 January 1990 43
Figure 2. Seymour Thomas with his portrait of William Osler at La Crescenta, California (ca 1950). (By courtesy ofDr Earl Nation)
During the sittings, a good rapport developed between artist and sitter. Seymour Thomas later asserted that it was the easiest portrait he had ever painted. In thanking Osler for his co-operation, he said: 'You have painted your own picture!' Osler was extremely pleased with the finished portrait and used to call in at the studio in order to take another glance at it. He considered it a true likeness and on photographs of the portrait, he inscribed: 'This is my portrait. W.0.'3 Interestingly, Osler's wife was not so enthusiastic! Later history of the portrait At one of his visits to the Paris Studio, Osler facetiously remarked to Seymour Thomas: 'As long as you keep this portrait, you will have a good doctor with you.' The artist obviously took him at his word and retained the portrait in his studio for the next 45 years! During this time, it was exhibited from time to time, first at the Paris Salon in 1909. In 1911, Seymour Thomas visited the USA and took the portrait with him in order to show it to Hugh Young. At a party in Young's house in Baltimore, the portrait was on display and much admired. It was later exhibited at Bendari's Gallery, New York, at the Los Angeles Museum in 1935 and at the Pasadena Art Institute in 1949.
In 1936, Maude Abbott (1869 Abbott ( -1940 , the distinguished pioneer of the study of congenital heart disease at McGill University and also an Osler devotee, visited La Crescenta accompanied by Elmer Belt (1893-1980), a Los Angeles surgeon and historical scholar. Maude Abbott subsequently described" her meeting with Seymour Thomas and the impact of Osler's portrait which was placed on an easel in the centre of the studio (Figure 2) .
In 1948, a similar visit to La Crescenta was described by Cyril Brian Courville (1900-1968) 
